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In this paper the author prowides a brief overview of some of the ways in which
recent sociolinguistic research is contributing to cur knowledge of language teaching.
The focus 1s on the American urban situation, especially as it relates to poor black
children. One of the greatest deterrents to describing such situation has been our
lack of tools and frameworks for studies to be made. The concepts noted in this
paper--the lnguistic continuum, the linguistic variable. and the linguistic
sitvation--coupled with the development of quantitative measurement in linguistc
analysis and a wider approach to fieldwork are leading to a realistic assessment of
the social dimension of language. Certan pedagogical strateges are growing
naturally out of this research, for it is obvious that a more detalled analysis of the
feature being taught will suggest aspects to follow or avoid. A careful analysis of the
focus and farget forms suggests that foreign language teaching techniques be
considered in bidialectal or biloquial education. The exact ways to apply these
techniques to native language learning have not been found. and it appears clear
that some of these techniques (such as repetition drills) may not be very useful.
Suprisingly. we have learned that even the linguistic research that is being done
suggests strategies for pedagogy. especially in the sequencing of lessons with these
stigmatized features. (Author/JD) o
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The Relevance of Sooiolinguistios for language Teaching
Roger W. Shuy, Director
Sociolinguistics Program
Center for Applied Linguistiocs
TESOL Conference, Chioago
March, 1959
For many years now linguists have been interested in the phe-
nomenon of language and society, particularly where whole systems
of language are seen in relation to whole systems of culture.
Linguistic geographers, of oourse, have lcng been obsexrving a type
of small group language dynamios based on geography and history.
Then, in the thirties, Hans Xurath introduoced the dimension of the
social group to the Linguistic Atlas of the United States and
Canada, although his oriteria for social marking was never very

popular with other scienoces.

\hat Sociolinguistios Is and Does
Sooiolinguists are genemlly conocermed with the social impli-

cations of the use and reception of language. They carry out basio
research on language variation, sensitivity and acquisition among
social groups of all types inocluding those based on social status,
age, vace, sex, family, friendship units and others. BSome of the
topics of sociolinguistic include dialect geography, bdilingualism,
linguistic interference, social dialectology (including studies

of social stratifioation and minority group speech), langusge
situations (language rivalries, standardisation, language as a
means of group identification and funoctional styles), and attitudes

towaxd language.




In oxder to acommodate these topics, sociolinguists have bor-
rowed research techniques from other disciplines and have developed .
some nev analytical modes of their ovm. It has been necessary, for
example, to reconceptualise linguistic data as part of a continmmm
rather than as isolated phenomena. The oscurrence of a grammiiocal
feature, for example, can no longer be interpreted on a purely
qualitative basis, as it onoe wvas. Realising that speakers of &
language, standard or nonstandard, exiat in a oontinuum, sooio-
linguists £ind it necsssary to use quantitative as well as qual-
itative analyses in oxrder to detexwmine the frequency vith vhich any
given form ooours in the speech of an individual. This notion of
the linguistio oontimmm enables us to oonoceive of groups of indi-
viduals vith similar or identical continua as linguistically
homogeneous.

The notion of the linguistio variable, first formulated by
William Iabov, enables sociolinguists to acoount for oontinuous
ordered variation within linguistic features (Labov 1966). Past
practios vas to oonsider exoeptions to the regular patterms as
free variation, a tem somewhat amalogous 1o vhat fifth grade ohil-
dren call the remainder in a long division problem. In formulating
the concept of the linguistic variable, Labov sought to correlate
matters hitherto dismissed as free variation with such social char-
apteristios as sosial status, raoe, sex, age and style. Vhen
language is viewed as code (as linguists historiocally treat it),
free variation ocontinues to be a valid analytical tool. But when
language is seea as behavior (as scoiolinguists view it), free
variation can be acoounted for more adequately.
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The linguistic situation is another of the conoepts developed
by sociolinguists. John Gumpers, for example, utilised the ooncept
of a commmication network, particularly a friendship network, to
investigate linguistio code-switching between local ard prestige
dialects in India. Labov (1966) and Wolfram (1969) have made
detailed analyses of the realisation of certain grammatical and
phonological features across speech ocontexts such as casual, formal
and oral reading.

From other disciplines, linguists have been borrowing heavily,
especially in mattexrs of research design,ocognition, statistical
analyses, attitude measurement and demography.

Iden the Issues:Systematioi

Of the several wvays in which soociolinguistic research is relevant
to language teaching the most obvious is that of identifying the
issues. FPlease note that I do not use the term problem here, for
linguistic research is not, in itself, evaluative. An investigation
may clearly reveal that speakers of one sooial olass use a linguistic
form far more frequently than it is used by speaker of another socio-
economic status. To the linguists this fact is one of descriptive
difference and neither group of speaksrs is thought of as aberrant.
Certain educators and psychologists who have been publishing their
recent research on the disadvantaged child conoceive of a single
scale for all speakers of a language, leading them to refer to the
black child's speech as deviant from the standard norm. (Bereiter
1966, Deutch 1964) The sociolinguist will obsexve, instead, that the
linguistic system of speakers of one group may differ from the lin-
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guistic system of speakers of another group. To one extent, members
of either group may be dissdvantaged in their atteapis at oommmioa-
ting with the other. This 1s not to deny that it may be desirable
for speskers of the lower socio-economic group to learn the system
vhich will enable them to survive and thrive in & larger oontext.
But it does suggest that the teacher's and researcher's relationship
to that linguistic system begin with a reoognition of its adequacy,
perhaps even beauty. Furthermore, this recognition of the adequate
systematicity of this linguistic system suggests that measurenent
of the nonstandaxd speaker's auditory disorimination, reading ability,
intelligence, achievement, or any other aspeot of his education be
dmmlmhsnythtsmumumtotthuething-oanbo
attained. One would hope, for example, that a child's inability to
produce or recognise a contrast between /1/ and /¢/ before nasal
consonants, as in pin va. pen, would not be oonsidered failure if,
within his linguistioc system, such & oontrast does not exist. One
would also hope that his inabilicy to produoce or recognise such &
contrast would not be considered inadequate audi tory discrimination.
One would further hope that this inadility would not be attributed
to excessive noise in his lower socio—economic home, the blaxe of
television or ths squalor of ghetto life. Just as it would seem
ludiorously unfair to label all orientals as deficient in hearing
because they have difficulty with English /c/ and /1/, it is wn-
fortunate that speakers of nonstandard English are said to have
difficulty disoriminating a dislect which has a somevhat different
system from their own. The subtle distinotions produced by some
Southerners in the words, & hired man, & hod man, & hard man,
swmmd_s_p_ig_op__nu@tmuybomodminlt testors

-”_

wvho fail to socount for systematic dislect differences in auditory
4=




disorimination tests (MoDavid 1969).

As for other standardised tests, one can only wonder how mach
better black children would do on measures of verbal skills, in-
telligence and achievement if linguistio and ocultural differences
were accounted for in the production of these tests.

One issue in which sociolinguistic research can be helpful
in language teaching, them, is in identifying the issue of the
systematicity of the language under investigation and how this
systematicity may interfere with the eduocator's attempt to use a
child's language in measuring intelligence, perception or various
akills. This recognition is long overdus in almost every aspeot

of standarised testing the Ameriocan schools.

stic tures

Sociolinguists are also deeply involved in identifying and
analysing the linguistio features which set off ons social group
from another. Although there are currently available several
ngrocery lists" of features said to be characteristio of nonstandard
English, they generally tend to oversimplify and frequently are mis-
leading (Non-Standard Dialects 1968, it a case in point).

An important question, of course, is: "How much do we need to
know about & linguistic feature in order to teach about it?™ In
this respect, the “grooery lists" are extremely useful, for earlier
research by Anne E. Hughes has clearly revealed the general inability
of teachers even to identify the feature: which they consider prob-
lems in their students' speech (Hughes, 1967). Only 10% of the
Teachers in Hughes' study of Detroit Heed Start Teschers showed clear
evidence of understanding that the so-called non-verbal child has a
language vhich may be perfeotly appropriate for oertain, but not all,
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ciroumstances in life. One third of the teachers characterised the
disadvantaged child's greatest problem as his failure to speak in
sentences and/or ocaplete thoughts. Other oommon observations about
the language of the - sadvantaged child inocluded statements about
their limited vocabulary, their slurring words together and their
dropping ends of words. Even though 40% of the teachers recognised
that their students have some sort of unusual phonologiocal activity
at the ends of words, not one oould desoribe these features in
torms satisfactory emough to be diagnostiocally useful. vhat is
even more distressing is that 13% of these teachers observe that
dissdvantaged children do not talk at all and 10X obsexve that these

students do not talk at home.

This inability of teachers to describe nonstandard language
vith any degree of diagnostic usefulness has suggested that we try
to disoover the vooabulary of socially meaningful terms with which
people can evaluate speech. labov observed this phenomenon in his
study of the subjective reactions to language of New Yorkers
(1966: 405). Recent research in Detroit used the semantic differential
scale using polar adjectives as a device for laymen to express their
evaluations of tape recorded speech segments (Shuy, Barats and Wolfram,
1969). For each segment, listener-juiges were asked to use the

following scale:
awxward : : 3 : : $ : graceful
relaxed : : : : g g : tense
formal : : g : : g ¢ informal
thin : g : : : : ¢ thick
oorrect : 2 s g : : : inoorrect




|

These and ten othsr scales were also used in conjunction with the
judges' assessment of various speech concepts (Detroit Speech,
Negro Speech, Vhite Southern Speech, British Speech and Stardaxd
Speech) in an effort to disoover meaningful terminology by which
laymen can talk about social distinctions in language.

¥While this research into the vocabulary of msaningful texms
for identifying social features of speech in condnoted, linguists
are slovly and pa nstakingly desoribing the linguistioc features
thenselves. labov's analysis of five phonologioal features in
New York speech was published in 1966. Wolfram has reocently ocom-
pleted an analysis of four phonological and four grammatiocal features
of Detxoit Negro s;>ech (Wolfram, 1969). Shuy, Wolfram and Riley
dealt with two grammatical features and ono phonologiocal feature
(in addition to some preliminary analyses of syntax) in the Detroit
Dialect Study (Shuy, Wolfram and Riley, 1967). Fasold bas done
preliminary research on the low vowel system of a cross-section of
Detroiters (Fasold, 1968) and is currently studing various features
in Washington, D.C. Now Labov has extended his New York research
to include several more features in New Yoxrk (labov, 1968) and
Crockett and Levine have added to our kmowledge of r, partioularly
in the Piedmont (Levine and Crockett, 1966). With all of this
research, however, comes several important questions. How genex-
alisable are any of these descriptions from one city to another?
Although all of the aforementioned linguists are dealing with a
broad section of the population, the clear foous has been on the
speech of minority groups and further research must be done on the
speoch of +he middle clasz>s, Southern whites and rural Negroes,
to mention only a few groups, in order for us to get a clearer foous
of our target group in a realistic linguistic oontext. Furthemmore,
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Qot.uoftho.mlyuesdanotmmfurminomplatowtvith
each other. Research on invariant be in Negro speech, for example,
Mlthmfnyioldpdu-wmlnuuthonmmmu.l

To the casual observer, it may seem that these features are
mllymdiffomttbmthoumtodmtho”mmt"sppmwh
critiocised earlier in this paper. And, to a ocertain exteant, this
is trus. One example of the differauoe, however, may be noted.
In the New York City Board of Education's Non-Standard vialeot it
is reported that for nonstandard speakers the -3t cluster reduces to
s in vords like test, toast and ghost (p. 13). In feot, however,
this reduction also charmcterises standard English speakers in the
euvirore.c before oonsonants. The grooury list is partly right but
it does not tell the whole story either.

Itmbmlmm,thtu-wmpmmm
the analysis found in Non-Standard Diiglecots, they would not r.ow
exactly vhat the child's begimning point really is and they would not
knov enough about the relationship between the euvironmental ocon-
straints and the social status of the speaker in order to foous and
sequence tha materials effectively. Much of the sociolinguistio
analysis noted earlier addresses itself specifically to these and
other relationships.

Detexgjning Strategies
Besides contributing to our dnowledge of the systematic nature

of a language and identifying the linguistic features which ocontrast
between language systems, sooiolinguistic research has certain things

1. As soon as possible these various analyses vill be published in
the Urban language Series at the Center for Applied Linguistics
under the tentative title, Current Viewpoints Toward Nonstandard
"Be" (eds. Shuy and Pasold). =
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to say stout strategies for presenting these facts. For example, knowl-
edge about how people resct to language features gives us insight for
classroom engineering on the basis of what is generally oonsidered

most orucial or mos* stigmatising. This kind of information is of
ut-oatinporhmeitwemtomid-pmdingtistuohingmimt
features wvhich the general public does not recognise as stigmtizing.

1. Discovering Cruciality

Insight of this sort, for example, has been revealed in what might
hullodshciumlvotomiﬂityoomomn‘thathnowuny
recognised categories of language: lexioon, phonology and grammar.
Much of the currently svailable oral language materials for poor blaci
children focusses on matters of promumociation (Golden 1965, Lin 1964,
Burst 1965). This is perbaps excusable, for the demand for materials
dmwmuformumhmmw—urhhmm.
At the time in which this demand first began to be satisfied it appeared
to many people that teaching s’andaxd English to nonstandard speakers
involved primarily teaching them to pronounce English in a standard
zanner. Onoe sociolinguistic research into non-standard English began,
however, it became clear that the mainstream of American society
tolerates phonologicel variation considerably more than it tolerates
grammatioal nrution.z To be sure, there are ocertain prommociation
variants vhioh are more stigmatised than others, just as there are
osrtain grammatiocal variations which seem more tolerable than others.

This measure of the tolerance range of social acoeptability for
linguistic features is exiremely difficult to calculate and, at present

ve can do little more than speculate about how it might be established.

2. It would appear, in addition, that lexical variations tend to be
the most tolexated of all.
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It 1 olves seeing the linguistio feature in relationship to a number
of complicated matrices such as sooial olass, situation (small group
context), style (narration, reading, eto.), frequency distribution
of the feature and delineation of the exaot linguistic emvironment in
vhich the feature ocours. Social Class. The matrix of sccial class is
desoribed extensively by Labow (1966, 1968) by Shuy, /olfram and Riley
(1967), by Shuy, Barats an wolfram (1969) and by Wolirem (1969).

It is not our intention to istail the techniques or results of
these research projects here but rather only to generalize that in
both their objective use of language and in their subjective reactions
to language, people of different socio-soonomio groups tend to pexform
differently. labov observes that although their language usage shows
considerable class ainatification, people of all social classes seem
to share similar ror.s about language (labov 1966: 450). This would
suggest that all classes have similar tolerance ranges when listening
to the stigmatised linguistic features. Oun the other hand Shuy,
Volfram and Riley suggest that clues to social sensitivity oan be found
also in the oral production of these forms as they are seen in relation
to certain social charscteristics (1967: III, 67). They observe that
the contmast of the sharp social stratifiocation observable,for example,
in multiple negation with the gradual or gradient stratifiocation found

for pronominal apposition reflects a gensrally sharper sensitivity

for the feature which is most clearly stratified. This sensitivity

may be a measure of group tolerance of a feature. That is, on the basis
of the sharp stratification observed for multiple negation one would
predict a general intolerance for this feature in the speech of those
who do not use it. On the contrary, the general insensitivity to

pronominal apposition would probably make this feature more tolexsble.
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But whatever the methods for discerning it are, social class ocertainly
must enter into any measure of the tolerance range of acceptability.
Situation. The matrix of linguistic situation is tzemendously impor-
tant for any accurate assessment of the social stigmatisation of a
linguistic feature. Although very little more than exploratory and
programmatio information exists in this area, it seems obvious that
people talk somewhat differently in different social groups. Early
research vhich attempts to obtain information of this sort has been
done by Gumpers (1964) in India and oonsiderable ourrent thinking on
this subject has been done by Hymes (1964) and Ervin-Tripp (1968).
S%yle. Style is another matrix in which the social tolerance range
oan be observed. An example of this kind of research can be seen in
Wolfram 1963)  who computed the frequency distribution of various
grammatioal and phonological features across the styles of narrative
and oral reading observing, in each case, a greater tendency toward
the mins‘rean nom in the reading style.

Frequency Distribution. Frequency distribution, itself, provides a

matrix for mesasuring this range of social toleranoce. Noting that the
mere ocourrence of a linguistic feature is amdbiguous unless it is
seen in relationship to a constant, Shuy, Wolfram and Riley utilise
the ooncept of the potential ocourrence (1967: III. 9). Tnat is,
each ocourrence of a stigmatiz=ci reature such as multiple negation
bolcse mfinitu is seen in relation to all occasions in which
miltiple negatives might have oococurred in that position. The resulting
ratio provides a measurable and meaningful indication of frequency
distribution.

Environment. The need for observing the exact linguistic environment
in which the stigmatised feature occurs is perhaps the most cruoial

matrix of all. If we are to say anything meaningful about the tolerance
«]ll-




range of social stigmatization we must by all means. set ¢hs Zesiure
in its proper linguistic environment. Otherwise our obeervation will
be no more precise or useful than those of the Detroit teacher who
stated that children in her class drop the endings of words. Research

on simplifioation (or reduction) of syllable final oonsonant clusters
is a ocase in point. It is useless to note the redustion of -st
clusters to -s before alveolars or voioeless fricatives. As noted
earlier, Standard English spsakers, in most styles and situations,

vill delete the /t/ in these environments. Although it is lin-
guistiocally accuzaie (in terms of language as cods) to do so, it

would be sociolinguistioally (in term of language as behavior) meaning-
less to simply say that t is deleted in final 8t olusters. More
useful would be to state a sociolinguistic rule for whioch there is
soms sort of oontrast between different groups of speakers.

The matrices in which a tolerance range of social stigmatisation
or acosptability must be measured, than, include social olass, sit-
uation, style, frequency distribution and linguistic environment.
Onoe a given feature has been set in these matrices, perhaps we can
BoYe precisely and realistiocally obsexrve its tolerance range, Such
an observation might tell us, for example, that the consonant oluster
reduction rule opexrates primarily with the working classes, especially
mpoorlpuohmdtoalunrutontinmup-uumlmoh, more
strongly in the ocasual style but, to a slightly lesser extent in the
careful or consultative style as well, to a specified frequency
distribution and in the linguistic ervironment preceeding vowels or
silence. A really useful statement, of oourse, would replace the

yhrases, primarily, especially, lesser-extant, more strongly, slightiy
lessexr-extant and specifisd in the preceeding sentence with some more

«]2-




precise quantitative information. The contrast between the items
in each matrix would then specify the toleranoce range between items.

2. Preparing Teachers and Materials
Onoe the basic sociolinguistio research has identified and fully

desoribed the linguistic features to be taught and set them in a
realistic tolerance range based on fautors of social class, situation,
style, frequency distribution and linguistio environment, we are ready
to think about methods of tesching (this is not to say that any teach-
ing must wait until such analyses are finished. Rather it suggests
that if this research is done first we will be better able to do this
teaching).

As in the cease of most basio research of this sort, not all

nowledge is directly txanaferable to students and not all of
it is necessary for teachers to mow. Materials developexrs stand
to benefit the most, for they can use this kind of informatiom 1.)
to sex0 in precisely on the speakers vho have these stigmatised
features, 2.) to put these feature in their realistio language sit-
uations, 3.) to anticipate variation acoording to the oonstraints of
style, 4.) to build materials around the realistio conoept of oon-
trastive frequency distributions rather than oonsistent presenoe or
oomplete adsence of a feature and 5.) to oonstruct exervises which
utilise the detailed description of the feature in its lingllilj*.
euvironment, avoiding overgeneraliszations of ths sort found <n the
"grooery list" approaches noted earlier.

Teachers, however, a2lso recuire oconsiderable attention in the
use of such knowledge. Currently most teachers are tuuined in the
single standard approach to language variation. Of oonsiderable
value would be pre-sexvioe tmaining in language varieties based on

-13-
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both geography and socio-eoonomic status. And while we are at it, why
not let them in on what we lmow about language variety based on style
(Joos 1965), rece (Wolfram 1959, Shuy 1969a), sex (Shuy 1969b) and
age (Wolfram 1969, Fasold 1968)? Somewhere in their training ,teachers
should be disencumbered from many of the current fashionable ideas
about the so-called non-verbal ohild (Deutch, 1964) and about the,
language based ocognitive deficits black children are supposed to have
(Bereiter, 1966). It would be extremely useful, in fact, if these
teachers would be given a chance to hear black children talk outside
of a school oontext. BEven the laboratory experience of sitting and
listening to long tape recorded narrations would be a step in the
1ight direotion. Of course, a step by step analysis of the linguistio
features of nonstandard English would be helpful in demonstrating the
systematicity of this kind of language as well as details of how it
works. One important danger of such training, however, is the
implication that onoe trained such teachers are immediately trans-
formed in attitude ana competsnce or that their training automstiocally
enables them to oconstruct adequate classroom materials. On the oon-
trexy) such training is only the requisite beginning step that educators
sust take. In an area in vhich attitudes have been in-grained for so
nany years we ocannot expeot immediate renewal even after the new
lmowledge has been aoquired. And as for the oonstruction of class-
room materials, let us not delude ourselves into believing that even
& vell trained teacher with healthy attitudes is competent to produce
good or usable olassroom miterials. Yet this assumption is widely
held today and is manifested in countless summer workshops in which
the aim is to get teachers together to produce the curriculum for
the following year. Students in a Shakespeare course may be able to
L4~




write a sonnet but their produoct is in no way expeoted to compete
with those of their model. VYhy it is that the teaching profession
has assuned that teachexrs are, per se, materials developers is a

mystery to many people.

3. Finding Clues to Seguencing the Instruotion
Volfram has recently observed that since souwe features of non-

standard are more socially obtrusive than others, they should be given
precedence in the teaching materials (Nolfram, 1969). He also deals
with the problems of the relative social diagnostiocity of items as
they interseot with other social and linguistic principles such as

the generality of rules, the potential frequency of items. Volfram
also suggests that since grammtiocal features tend o stratify the
population more sharply than phonologiocal features, the standard
Eng’ish equivalent of non-standard grammaticel categories should be
introduced first.

~15-




Conclusion

In this paper we have tried to provide a brief overview of some
of the ways in which recent sooiolinguistic research is contributing
to our knowledge of language teaching. The foous has been on the
Anerican urban situation, especially as it relates to poor black
children. Although we as yet have no empirical evidence for support,
these oontributions seem to be generalizable to social dialeot dif-
ferences in other languages as well. One of the greatest deterrants
to describing such situations in the past has been our lack of tools
and frameworks in which such studies oould be made. The oonoepts
noted in this paper,the linguistio continum, the linguistio variable
and the linguistic situation, ooupled with the development of quan-
titative measurenent in linguistic analysis and a wider approach to
linguistic fieldwork (acoounting for a broed spectrum of socio-
economic groups and styles) are leading to a reslistic assessment of
the sociel dimension of language.

Certain pedagogiocal strategies are growing naturslly out of
this research, for it is obvious that a more detailed analysis of
the feature being taught will suggest aspeots to follow and thing to
avoid. JFurthermore, a careful analysis of the essential contrasts
between the foous and target forms suggests that foreign language
teaching techniques be seriously considered in bidialeotal or
biloquial education (Stewart, 1964). The exaot ways in which these
tecimiques can be applied to native language learning are still not
formulated but, at this stage, it appears olear that some of these
techniques, including repetition drills, are not very useful and that
ve face a mumber of different problems in developing a seocond dialect

leaming pedagogy. Surprisingly, perhaps, we have learmed that even
=16~
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the linguistic analysis in our resesrch suggests strategies for
pedagogy, especially in the sequenoing of lessons dealing with
these stigmatised features.

As is often the oase at the beginning of research fields such
as this, the investigating scholars are humbled at the enormity
of the problem. But the excitement of disoovery shows no signs
of vearing off and, if the rest of the acadsmio commmity will have
patience with us, we should be able to add a significant dimension
to the extant imowledge of language teaching.
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